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Early this week, the World Commission on Environment and Development, released a report titled,
"Our Common Future," result of a three-year study of global problems, including over- population,
declining food supplies, pollution, and Third World debt. The 23-member Commission, an
independent body appointed by the United Nations in 1983, included representatives of the United
States, Soviet Union, China, Japan, and 14 developing nations, among others. The UN General
Assembly is required to act on the commission's recommendations. William Ruckelshaus, former
head of the Environmental Protection Agency, represented the United States on the Commission.
Regarding the reduction and prevention of global environmental problems, the Commission states
that economic development in Third World nations is absolutely necessary. According to the
report, economic growth in many developing countries is being thwarted by low commodity prices,
protectionism, huge debt burdens, and scarce financial resources for investment in development.
Consequently, many governments in Third World countries are being forced to exploit natural
resources not for national development objectives, but to rapidly accumulate financial resources
for debt repayment. Impoverished farmers and other small-scale enterpreneurs are found to be
overworking and/or polluting land, water and forestry resources in their struggle for subsistence.
In brief, the poverty of developing nations is an important factor contributing to environmental
deterioration on a world scale. The Commission thereby recommended international cooperation
toward supporting Third World economic development. Next, the report recommends urgent
action to alleviate the debt burden in ways that represent a more equitable sharing of the burden
between creditors and debtors, and cooperation to establish an international economic system
capable of long-term sustained growth. The Commission also calls on governments to develop
long- term population policies and to strengthen social, cultural and economic motivations for
family planning. According to UN projections, the current world population of 5 billion is expected
to stabilize between 8 and 14 billion during the next century. More than 90% of the increase is
predicted to occur in the world's poorest nations. Regarding food supplies, the Commission states
that food security requires attention to questions of distribution, since hunger often arises from lack
of purchasing power rather than inadequate availability of foodstuffs. The report states that food
security can be furthered by land reforms, and by policies to protect vulnerable subsistence farmers,
small growers and the landless.
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